Nutritional guidelines for persons infected with the hepatitis C virus: a review of the literature.
Hepatitis C virus (HCV) is one of the leading causes of chronic liver disease. It was first identified in 1989, as being distinct from hepatitis A and hepatitis B. The HCV does not attack the immune system, but rather causes an inflammatory reaction that is localized within the liver, involving the entire organ. About 80% of patients with acute hepatitis C will develop chronic HCV, of which about 20-30% will progress to cirrhosis and its consequences, over 10-20 years. After 20-40 years, a smaller proportion of patients with chronic disease will develop hepatocellular carcinoma. The course and outcome of the disease vary considerably. In some individuals, spontaneous remission occurs over a few years; in others, the disease is more severe, progressing to cirrhosis and end-stage liver disease. Despite biochemical and pathological confirmation of the diagnosis, patients are often asymptomatic for many years. Hepatic failure occurs late in the disease. Factors suggesting a poor prognosis include high serum transaminase levels, active cirrhosis on liver biopsy, and an increased viral load (HCV RNA), as well as associated medical conditions such as alcoholic liver disease, hepatitis B viral (HBV) infection, or human immunodeficiency virus (HIV). Nutrition has been recognized as a prognostic indicator in patients with chronic liver failure. However, standardized approaches for the diagnosis and classification of malnutrition in this population have not been consistently applied before implementing nutrition intervention. Common criteria for the assessment of malnutrition, weight and body mass index (BMI) for example, do not give accurate data in patients with chronic liver disease, complicated by ascites and edema. In addition, the chronic inflammatory reaction of liver failure progresses slowly, so that subtle nutritional deficits are not obvious at early stages of the disease. A review of the literature has been undertaken to identify current nutritional guidelines for patients with hepatitis C as well as chronic hepatitis.